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NEGRO-WHITE DIFFERENTIAL MARITAL FERTILITY
MILTON A. LAWSON

Philander

Smith College, Little Rock

There is a large body of data relating to racial differential fertility.
In this paper the attempt is to bring together some of the more significant
studies and findings and raise some questions and suggest some areas and problems of needed research.
One of the functional prerequisites for the survival of any cultural group
In the American social system
or society is a positive net reproduction rate.
reproduction is expected to take place within the legal framework of marriage.
It is common knowledge that our rate of reproduction has been declining
for the past one half century or more. This holds true for all racial and social groups. Part of the traditional stereotype is that the Negro reproduces at
The facts when subjected to rigorous anala higher rate than do native whites.
The available data are limited and the
ysis do not support the stereotype.
conclusions cannot be accepted as absolute and final. Data on socio-economic
groups within the Negro population are even more limited than data for the Negro
Most of the available data are confined to Northern
and white populations.
urban areas.
There are a number of good reasons for this, among them being the
The
fact that vital statistics for this area are more complete and accurate.
data and conclusions, if they prove nothing else, show a need for more data in
this field.
Differential fertility rates mean different rates of increase for different
groups within a population. In dealing with differential birth rates we are
dealing primarily with reproductive behavior as it is influenced by different
social conditions.
There is good authority supporting differential fertility
by socioeconomic educational groups in the United States.
It is recognized at
the outset that the birth rate is not an ideal measure of conception.
The measurement of actual differential fertility is further handicapped
when fertility
rates are restricted to women married only once and living with their husbands.
This would eliminate mothers separated, divorced, and widowed and all mothers of
illegitimate children. Another fact that must be recognized is that all births
are not recorded in vital statistics reports.
The limiting of reproductive
rates to the reported births of women married only once and living with their
husbands will give a reliable index of reproductive rates assuming that the number of births outside the framework of marriage is not sufficiently large to
alter the rates and trends in now available data.
Certain social factors, which seem to be rather deterministic in the exercise of fecundity under current conditions in American culture have been selecAmong these are such factors as urbanization, social class,
ted for study.
wealth, occupation of the family head, and education of the wife. In using
these variables it must be recognized that each of them is a complex of social
factors most of which are interrelated and all of which are associated with a
Education is indicative of a
variety of environmental and experience variables.
complex of social circumstances:
delay in marriage; increased standard of living, which tends to increase conflict between the individual's desire for children and his desire for economic goods; social status; individuation; and an
awareness of numerous social pressures.
Most of these circumstances operate
against

fertility.

The traditional belief and expectation is that Negro birth rates are higher
than rates for whites. This expectation is supported if only crude birth rates
are studied.
Virtually the opposite is found if the comparison is put on the
basis of more refined indices of fertility. In an analysis of the National
Health Survey material, Riser reports that
The crude birth rates tended to be higher among colored than
white wives, the opposite situation tended to prevail when the analysis was restricted to married women of child-bearing age.... In the
combined data for all urban areas included in the Survey, the stand-
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ardized rate in 1935 per 1000 women of child bearing age was 96 among
native white wives and 86 among the colored.
With moderate corrections for under- enumeration the rate for colored wives
was lower than those for native white wives.
Part of the explanation is the
undue high proportion of childless marriages in the Negro group. Notestein, 2
in an analysis of 1930 census material for the East North Central States, reported the high incidence of childlessness among urban married Negroes. His
data related to the average number of resident children under 10 years of age
per marriage of 5-9 years duration, classified by nativity and color of head, by
type of community and value of the home.
In all types of communities, except
rural farm, the fertility levels of Negro marriages fell below those for whites.
When the comparisons were made on the basis of number of children under 10 per
mother married 5-9 years, however, the Negro fertility indices were consistently
higher in each type of community.
This reversal was due to the large percentage
of childlessness among urban Negro marriages.
In the combined urban areas of
the East North Central States, the proportion of childless marriages was 45 per
cent among Negroes, 23 per cent among native whites, and 18 per cent among foreign-born whites.
It seems that there are certain biases in the Notestein study that should
be taken into consideration.
The study was based on the number of children born
and under 10 in residence.
This would eliminate all children who had died beAlso the data related
fore the age of 10 or who were not living in household.
to unbroken marriages in which (1) neither the husband nor wife had been married
more than once, (2) the wife was the home maker, (3) the husband was under 61
and the wife under 51 years of age, and (4) the wife had contracted her marriage
between the ages of 15 and 40.
Riser analyzing family surveys of whites in Columbus, Ohio, and Syracuse,
New York, and Negroes in selected sections of the Harlem, New York City area
found similar results.
About 55 percent of the Harlem wives reported no children. 3 "A side analysis confined to 139 native Negro wives of all classes 40
years of age and over and indicated that approximately 44 per cent of such virtually complete families in Harlem were fruitless (confined to marriages which
remained unbroken and were spent in Northern cities during the fertile years of
married life). Comparable percentages for 228 wives of skilled workers in Columbus and for 305 in Syracuse were 18 and 22 respectively.
The high proportion of childlessness would lead one to believe that the
Northern urban Negro wife practices contraception" quite effectively. There are
not too many available data on the practice of contraception and the effectiveness of such practices, but what there are do not seem to support such a point
of view. Pearl reports, in a study on fertility and contraception in New York,
and Chicago that "attempted contraception was less frequent and less effective
among Negroes than among whites in the samples from both cities". 4 Pearl in a
different study of urban areas found that about 35.8 per cent of the white women
and 15-4 per cent of the Negro women in his sample had practiced some form of
interference with conception. 5 Pearl's finding would indicate that about 64 per
cent of the white wives and 84 per cent of the Negro wives did not practice
contraception.
The conditions under which the information was collected reduced
the area of falsification to a minimum. Pearl's second study takes into consideration only those women delivering in hospitals during the period of the study,
but the findings do tend to shed some light on the extent of contraceptive
practices.

C. V., Group Differences in Urban Fertility, the William and Brown Co., Baltimore
P. 30.
2Notest.ein, F. W.
Differential Fertility in the East North Central States, The Milbank
Memorial Fund Quarterly, Vol. VI, No 2, Apr., 1938.
3Kiser, Clyde V., Birth Rates Among Rural Migrants in Cities,
The Milbank Memorial Fund
Quarterly, Vol. XVI, No 4, Oct., 1938, pp 369-81.
Pearl, Raymond, Fertility and Contraception in New York & Chicago, The Journal of the
American Medical Association, Apr. 24, 1937, Vol. 108, P 1389-90.

,

rial Fund

Notes on a Cooperative Investigation of Family Limitation, The Milbank MemoVol XI,No 1, Jan. 1933.

Quarterly,

https://scholarworks.uark.edu/jaas/vol5/iss1/29

150

Journal of the Arkansas Academy of Science, Vol. 5 [1952], Art. 29

NEGRO- WHITE DIFFERENTIAL MARITAL FERTILITY

151

Using the leads and hypothesis of Notestein and Pearl, Beebe made a study
fertility of coal miners in West Virginia. This study included
women
of reproductive ages, 30 per cent Negro, 70 per cent white.
married
539
Each woman was offered contraceptive aid. Beebe reports:
The inference seems justified that the Negroes as a group have an
Among the Negro noninvoluntary basis for their lower fertility.
the percentage reporting no live births is 31 and sigcontraceptors

of

differential

...

nificantly above the percentage of 18 for whites. Hates based upon
fertile women reduced the differential between 17 and 28 to one between 22 and 31, the latter also being well outside the change range.
In other words, while Negroes exhibit a markedly higher childlessness
this fact alone by no means accounts for the lower fertility in the
present sample". 6
The Beebe study seems to confirm previous data on the high proportion of
childlessness in Negro marriages. He also reports that fertile Negro marriages
This seems to be a contradiction to the
are less fertile than the white.
Notestein finding in his 1930 census data. All of the data still support the
contention that the Negro has a lower marital fertility rate, but the hypothesis
of more effective practice of contraception is not supported by the available
data. One hypothesis sometimes stated is that the difficulties of adjustment
inherent in the recent migration of Negroes to urban areas tend to reduce birth
Kiser, in an analysis of approximately 2,300 Negro families in selected
rates.
areas of Harlem sections of New York City, reports findings that fail to support
such a hypothesis.
In his analysis Kiser says:
The marital fertility within Northern cities was about the same
for Negroes who migrated from Southern villages and rural areas as for
Negroes of comparable age, social status who were born in the urban
North. Birth rates were as low and the per cent of childlessness as
high among Negroes born in Northern cities as among those born in
Southern villages and rural areas".''
The available data support a differential marital fertility rates but the
answer of why seems to be lacking.
There is the possibility that present data
are too few to be reliable and characteristic of the total population. For the
moment let us assume that the data are correct.
Why is this so? The two usually stated hypotheses are not supported by the data. First, the Negro couple
does not practice contraception more effectively than any other group, and secondly, difficulties in adjustment to an urban environment do not account for the
low rates.
The Southern rural Negro does have a higher marital fertility rate
than does the Negro in the North. Once in the urban environment his rates do
not differ appreciably from the Negro born in the urban North.
This seems to
imply that he acquires very quickly birth rate patterns of the urban North.
There are other possible explanations but at present there are no data to support them.
One is that there is a high rate of involuntary childlessness in the
Negro group, and that this is particularly characteristic of the Negro group.
Data on marital fertility rates in rural areas are less complete than in
urban areas. Notestein 8 in his study of the East North Central States reported
a higher marital fertility rate for rural Negroes than for urban whites but
lower than rates for rural whites. Beebe 9 in his analysis of differential fertility rates of Miners in Logan County, West Virginia reported lower fertility
rates for Negroes.
Riser's* 0 compared marital fertility rates of whites and
Negroes in purely rural areas of Georgia were about 9 per cent lower for colored
wives.
Riser also reported that the rates for the rural Negro wives were lower
than rates for Negro wives living in the Southern urban areas.
This finding, I
have a feeling, is due in part, if not wholly, to under- enumeration. This is at
best only a guess. We need more data on different areas before we can say with
fi
Beebe, Gilbert W. Differential Fertility by Color for Coal Miners in Logan County, West
Virginia, The Milbank Memorial Fund Quarterly, Vol XIX, No 2, April, 1941, p 189-195.
7Kiser, op. cit.,
p 369-381.
Notestein, op. cit
Beebe, op. cit.
Riser, op. cit.
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finality, although Riser's analysis of the Family Survey material in selected
of Harlem, at least, implies a lower birth rate for rural Southern-born
wives than for wives born in urban areas.
T. Lynn Smith made a study of the population of Louisiana. 11 His findings
tend to support previous findings of lower fertility rates of the Negro.
Smith summarized his findings:
1. In the State as a whole Negroes seem to be multiplying
slightly more rapidly than the white population, but this appears to
be due to the fact that a higher proportion of the colored population
resides amid rural surroundings.
2. In the cities the white population seems to be reproducing
more rapidly than the Negro, while on the farm the opposite is true.
In rural non- farm areas, the advantage also appears to be slightly in
favor of the white population. However, in the Delta-cotton plantation sections along the Mississippi River, where such a large share of
the white population who live on
the State's Negroes are concentrated,
farms are reproducing much more rapidly than the Negro.
3. On the whole, the white population of Anglo- saxon Protestant
North Louisiana is multiplying more rapidly than the Negro, while in
French Catholic South Louisiana, the advantage lies with the colored
areas

race.
present body of available data tends to indicate a lower marital fertility rate for Negroes.
Data on differential fertility within the Negro group is less extensive and
less conclusive than differential data relating to the Negro and white group.
Our open class society makes it rather difficult to set up definite criteria of
Three of the major avenues to higher social status are education, family
class.
income, and occupation of the head of the family. Data on marital fertility of
socio-economic classes in the white group show an inverse relation between fertility and educational attainment of the wife. Riser's analysis of the National
Health Survey Material does not reflect the inverse relationship for the Negro
group. Riser reports: 12
"Among colored wives in the total sample the fertility for the
minority reporting college attendance was relatively low. There was a
marked similarity in fertility among the more important subdivisions

The

of the sample along educational lines.
This similarity held true at
all ages. The analysis by area and size of city also confirmed the
general lack of substantial variation in birth rates of urban colored
wives.

A study of marital fertility of the Negro in Madison, Wisconsin, by education failed to show an inverse relation between education and fertility. In
this study there was no significant difference in fertility rates on the scale
from 1 to 12 years of schooling.
Part of the explanation might be found in the
relationship between marriage and opportunity for employment of the Negro woman
of 12 years or less of schooling.
Within the Negro group the occupational opportunities are limited for both the male and female.
In the larger American
society, the pattern seems to be the higher the educational level of the wife,
the more likely she will have occupational and other activities that operate
against having a large number of children.
One would expect an inverse relationship between fertility and occupation
of the head of the family and education of the wife. The present data seem to
indicate that such relationships do not hold for the Negro. The caste-like
position of the Negro in American society tends to circumscribe his areas of
social participation. In general, Negroes are expected to associate with Negroes only.
This expected association has developed into what could be termed
Negro society.
The pattern of behavior and values of the Negro within his own
group tend to follow the pattern and values of the larger American Society, but
with some modifications.
USmith, T. Lynn, Population Analysis, McGraw-Hill, 1948,
p. 216.
12Kiser, Clyde V., Group
Differences in Urban Fertility, The Wms. and Wilkins Co., Balti
more, 1942, p. 110.
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In Warren S. Thompson's study of "Differentials in Fertility and Levels of
Living in Rural United States," his findings support the hypothesis of an in-

verse relationship between levels of living and fertility for both whites and
nonwhites. On racial differences in fertility, Thompson says "what many people
have thought of as racial differences in fertility turn out to be more closely
associated with level of living than race. When white and non-white belong to

the same level of living group, they have much the same13 fertility such differas there is being largely in favor of the whites."
The present body of data indicates a lower marital fertility rate for Negroes than for whites although the Negro has the higher crude fertility rate.
seems to indicate that Negro wives tend
The higher proportion of childlessness
to practice contraception more effectively than white wives, yet the data do not
On the other hand, Negro mothers have a higher insupport such an assumption.
This raises these questions:
Is the
cidence of fertility than white mothers.
high proportion of childlessness among Negroes involuntary? If it is involunof
tary, are the factors that contribute to sterility peculiarly characteristic
the Negro? Ifit is voluntary, why do such a large percentage of the Negro couples choose to remain childless?
If Thompson is correct in stating that fertility is more closely associated
with levels of living than race, our question is, where on the level of living
scale does the level of living begin to operate against fertility? What, if any
are the differentials in the level of living at which they begin to operate
against fertility in the white and Negro groups? Such an approach to differential fertility, by its very nature, means investigating one of the most private
and personal areas of family living. But if it ever becomes necessary for us to
formulate a population policy, we shall need accurate knowledge in this area.

ence
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